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according to Greek mythology, Mentor was a friend of Odysseus, who asked Mentor to become guardian and 
teacher of his son Telemachus while Odysseus 
was helping to lead the Trojan War effort. 
Because Mentor established a near-paternal 
relationship with Telemachus, the word “men-
tor” was adopted in English as a term meaning 
a father-like teacher. Thus, mentoring for the 
young investigator denotes teaching, supervis-
ing, advising, and more.
As a teacher, the mentor transmits every 
aspect of knowledge believed to benefit a 
mentee in performing tasks or dealing with 
particular situations. The mentor–teacher 
assesses successful transmission of informa-
tion by asking the mentee to recapitulate the 
transmitted information explicitly and, more 
importantly, to use that information in address-
ing relevant problems. The mentor advances 
the mentee’s education by continually deter-
mining what knowledge will be necessary for 
future accomplishments and thereby builds 
a knowledge framework that will sustain the 
mentee’s advancement in his or her career.
As a supervisor, the mentor oversees the 
mentee’s development of skill sets needed to 
accomplish tasks at hand and those that will 
be needed in the near future. These include 
laboratory or clinical research skills, experi-
mental design, data management, grant and 
manuscript writing, and teaching and presen-
tation skills. The mentor–supervisor attempts 
to ensure that the mentee’s development in this 
regard progresses efficiently and effectively 
and without undue stress or harm. To this end, 
the mentor–supervisor is responsible for mak-
ing the mentee aware of rules and regulations 
that govern the performance of laboratory and/
or clinical research endeavors.
As an adviser, the mentor should continually 
suggest points to consider in charting a career 
path. Important topics for career development 
include time, laboratory personnel, and 
information management, budgets, the art of 
mentoring and team-building, collaborations 
and networking, university structure and 
resources, and publication, grant, and 
promotion strategies. To facilitate understand-
ing of these important topics, the adviser–
mentor might consider using the online career 
development book Making the Right Moves, 
published by the Howard Hughes Medical 
Institute (2006).
In addition to being teacher, supervisor, and 
adviser, the mentor must act in such a way as 
to instill trust and encourage open commu-
nication with the mentee—encouraging an 
environment of inquisitiveness, talking, and 
listening, and exhibiting the art of giving and 
taking constructive criticism. In addition, the 
mentor should transmit optimism, enthusi-
asm, determination, perseverance, and high 
moral and ethical standards to the mentee. 
Furthermore, the mentor should be sensitive 
to and respectful of the mentee’s needs, being 
aware of differences in personalities and cul-
tural backgrounds. The importance of these 
attributes is well described in “Nature’s Guide 
for Mentors” (Lee et al., 2007).
Many universities, institutions, and medical 
centers have established career development 
programs in the past few years through support 
from the National Institutes of Health Clinical 
and Translational Science Awards (Johnson 
et al., 2007) or the K30 Clinical Research 
Training Program (the author has directed 
a career development seminar series in this 
program for the past six years) or through 
institutional support. The target audience is 
usually composed of residents, postdoctoral 
fellows, and/or junior faculty. In addition, 
many academic societies have established 
mentorship programs and/or career develop-
ment programs. In dermatology, the Women’s 
Dermatologic Society, under the leadership of 
Fran Storrs, was the first to establish a men-
torship program. In addition, the Society for 
Investigative Dermatology has established an 
online mentor database, a Resident Retreat for 
Teacher, Supervisor, Adviser, or Mentor?
Journal of Investigative Dermatology (2011) 131, 1779–1780. 
doi:10.1038/jid.2011.187
editorial
1780 Journal of Investigative Dermatology (2011), Volume 131 
Future Academicians that takes place in conjunction with 
the Society’s annual meeting, a luncheon/dinner concern-
ing career development programs, and a Young Investigator 
and Trainee Track during its annual meeting (Piguet et al., 
2011). The American Academy of Dermatology has had a 
Diversity Mentorship program for some time and has more 
recently launched the Leadership Institute, which includes 
a much expanded mentorship program. More information 
about society-based mentorship programs can be obtained 
from their respective websites. All these venues provide 
useful resources to help hone the skills needed to be an 
effective mentor as well as information needed for career 
development.
Finally, in this year that JID has called “Year of the 
Mentor,” it is important to note that a true mentor is 
always willing to give time, to listen, and to provide 
help and guidance to mentees throughout their careers. 
Everyone needs a Mentor for life.
Richard A.F. Clark
Section Editor
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